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TELEVISION COMES TO PETORCA 
Pablo Huneeus* 
Translated by Walter Foote, with permission of the author. 
From La cultura huachaca, o el aporte de Ia television. (The Bastard Culture, or The 
Influence of Television) 1981. 
Not since they opened the public school had the little town witnessed an event of 
such importance. It was through the school that the campaign to civilize the masses 
had made its presence felt-when and where it had managed to do so Schooling 
was the means of inculcating western culture. The custom of sending children to 
school was implanted by law to be sure, but soon it was embraced with such 
eagerness that "education is progress" became a popular saying. These children's 
lot in life was determined in large measure by what they learned, or by what they 
didn't learn, in school. 
Many of them left, others stayed on-and one returned. 
He returned with a 12" Sony under his arm. 
Media for communicating culture had arrived in Petorca before. The printed word 
made its appearance decades before in the form of mass circulation newspapers 
brought in by the bus, used magazines sold by traveling salesmen, and some copies 
of the New Testament given to the farmers by missionaries. 
Books? Not many. The nearest place to buy one, or so they tell us, is La Ligua, a 
prosperous town at the entrance to the valley, some 48 kilometers away. There, after 
asking ~epeatedly where we could buy books, we arrived at a general store selling 
everything from buckets to pornographic magazines. Books? We have cashiers' 
entry books, check books, and nine-column account books, the kind you have to 
have for Internal Revenue. 
They also got the newspapers from La Ligua. There were three of them, with the 
very significant names of Liberty, Opinion, and The Truth. But, the first two have 
gone out of business, and The Truth now appears only on Thursdays. 
Books are sent to the school, one per year for each child enrolled. Sometimes 
they are all for the same level-The Third-Grade Reader-because the bureaucrats 
forget that, with 120 pupils in the same school, they are going to be of different ages 
and in different grades. It's easier to make up a uniform package. As for the children, 
they can use the books only in their classroom because, as one teacher tells it, at 
home the parents often use them for kindling, and if they leave them outside, the 
goat~ eat t~em. The sc~ool has also gotten books like The Cid and Desolation by 
Gabnela M1stral, but, being government property subject to inventory, they are kept 
locked up in a cabinet. That way there are no problems when it comes time to square 
accounts. 
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O f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  t r a n s i s t o r  r a d i o  h a d  a l s o  a r r i v e d ;  t h e r e ' s  o n e  h a n g i n g  f r o m  t h e  h o r n  
o f  a  y o k e d  o x  p l o w i n g  u p  a  p a s t u r e  i n  t h e  h o l l o w ;  t h e r e ' s  a n o t h e r  o n e  o n  t h e  s t a f f  o f  a  
l o c a l  s h e p h e r d  g r a z i n g  h i s  s h e e p  u p  t o w a r d s  t h e  m o u n t a i n s ;  a n d  a n o t h e r  i n  a  c a v e  
h i g h  i n  t h e  m o u n t a i n s  o c c u p i e d  b y  t h r e e  o l d  p r o s p e c t o r s  w o r k i n g  t h e i r  l i t t l e  c o p p e r  
m i n e .  B u t  t h e  r a d i o ,  a l t h o u g h  i t  d o e s  b r o a d c a s t  a  l o t  o f  f o r e i g n  s o u n d i n g  m u s i c ,  a l s o  
b r o a d c a s t s  t h e  d o m e s t i c  v a r i e t y .  B e s i d e s ,  b e c a u s e  r a d i o  s t a t i o n s  c a n  b e  o w n e d  b y  
s m a l l  c o m p a n i e s ,  t h e y  c a n  e a s i l y  b e  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  l o c a l  c o m m u n i t i e s .  T h u s ,  a s  a  
c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  m e d i u m ,  r a d i o  o f f e r s  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  I n s t e a d  o f  d o m i n a t i n g  t h e  l o c a l  
c u l t u r e ,  r a d i o  c o m m u n i c a t e s  i t .  L e t ' s  a l s o  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  a u d i o ,  e v e n  f o r e i g n  
s o u n d i n g  a u d i o ,  d o e s n ' t  m a n a g e  t o  c h a n g e  t h e  v i s u a l  r e a l i t y  o f  t h e  l a n d s c a p e ,  n o t  
t h e  w a y  i t  i s  c h a n g e d  b y  t h a t  a p p a r a t u s  t h a t  A r m a n d o  i s  u n p a c k i n g  s o  p r o u d l y  i n  h i s  
s h a c k .  
I t ' s  a  s h a c k  o f  m u d - p a c k e d  s t r a w  i n  a  r a v i n e  b e t w e e n  C a b i l d o  a n d  P e t o r c a ;  i t ' s  
p a r t  o f  a  s m a l l  p u e b l o  w i t h  a n  a t t e m p t  a t  a  p l a z a  a t  i t s  c e n t e r ,  w h e r e  t h e  c h a p e l  a n d  
t h e  l i t t l e  p u b l i c  s c h o o l ,  t h e  l o c a l  v e r s i o n s  o f  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n s  o f  m o r a l i t y  a n d  t h e  e d i f i c e  
o f  W e s t e r n  C u l t u r e ,  m e e t  f a c e  t o  f a c e  .  
W h e n  t h e  b u s  t h a t  r u n s  t h r o u g h  t h e  L o n g o t o m a  v a l l e y - a l o n g  " t h e  r u t "  a s  t h e  
r o a d  i s  c a l l e d - g o e s  b y ,  a  b o y  d r i v i n g  a  m u l e  c o m e s  d o w n  f r o m  t h e  p u e b l o  t o  s e e  i f  
a n y  p a s s e n g e r s  h a v e  a r r i v e d  w i t h  l a r g e  s a c k s  o f  f l o u r  o r  h e a v y  b u n d l e s .  T h e  m u l e ' s  
n a m e  i s  " R a d i o  T a x i , "  a n d  o n  i t s  b a c k ,  a l o n g  w i t h  a  s a c k  f u l l  o f  b o t t l e s  o f  b e e r  a n d  a  
c a r d b o a r d  s u i t c a s e ,  t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  s e t  a r r i v e d .  
T h e  f a m i l i e s  w h o  l i v e  h e r e  a r e  c a m p e s i n o s ;  f o r  t i m e  o u t  o f  m i n d  t h e y  h a v e  w o r k e d  
t h e  a r i d  m o u n t a i n  s i d e s  c o m m u n a l l y ,  p a s t u r i n g  f l o c k s  i n  t h e  r a v i n e s ,  p l a n t i n g  c r o p s  i n  
t h e  s m a l l  a r e a s  w h e r e  w a t e r  b r e a k s  t h r o u g h ,  a n d  s p i n n i n g  w o o l  f o r  t h e  t y p i c a l  
s w e a t e r s  a n d  s h a w l s  m a d e  i n  L a  L i g u a .  
W h a t  w i t h  t h e  r e l e n t l e s s  s p r e a d  o f  t h e  s u r r o u n d i n g  h a c i e n d a s ,  t h e  p i t t a n c e  t h e y  
a r e  p a i d  f o r  t h e i r  g o a t  c h e e s e ,  t h e  d r o u g h t s  t h a t  w o r s e n  e v e r y  y e a r ,  a n d  t h e i r  
d e s e r t i o n  b y  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t ,  t h e s e  p e o p l e  w o u n d  u p  c o r n e r e d  b y  a  m i s e r y  o f  
c h i l d r e n  g o i n g  b a r e f o o t  o n  s h a r p  r o c k s  a n d  o f  i c y  c o l d  n i g h t s ,  a l l  u n d e r  t h e  s a m e  
b l a n k e t ,  s h a r i n g  e v e n  t h e  l i t t l e  w a r m t h  o f  t h e  d o g s  s l e e p i n g  a t  t h e i r  f e e t .  
A n d  t h e  s c h o o l  w a s  b e i n g  l e f t  f u r t h e r  a n d  f u r t h e r  b e h i n d ,  b u t  t h e  s e a s o n s ,  i n  t h e i r  
e n d l e s s  r e p e t i t i o n ,  a d v a n c e d  o v e r  t h e  m o u n t a i n  t o p s  u n t i l ,  o n e  d a y ,  a  r a d i a n t  s i g n  
w a s  o f f e r e d  f o r t h .  T h e  m o m e n t  t h e y  t u r n e d  o n  t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  s e t ,  t h a t  s a m e  m i r a c l e ,  
s o  o f t e n  r e p e a t e d  o n  t h e  s l o p e s  o f  t h e  A n d e s  f r o m  P a t a g o n i a  t o  t h e  S i e r r a  M a d r e  i n  
M e x i c o ,  w a s  b o u n d  t o  o c c u r  a g a i n .  S o n s  a n d  d a u g h t e r s  o f  t h i s  p a l p i t a t i n g  m o u n t a i n ,  
b r o t h e r s  a n d  s i s t e r s  o f  i t s  t u r b u l e n t  d e s t i n y ,  t h e y  l o o k e d  o n  i n  e c s t a s y  a s  t h e  m o d e r n  
w o r l d  a p p e a r e d  a m i d  t h e  s m o k e  o f  t h e  h e a r t h .  T h e r e  t h e y  a l l  w e r e :  t h e  t i n g l i n g  
S c h w e p p e s ,  t h e  o v e r p o w e r i n g  B u c k  R o g e r s  i n  h i s  s p a c e  s h i p ,  t h e  c l e v e r  C h a r l i e ' s  
A n g e l s ,  t h e  f e r o c i o u s  M a n  o f  A t l a n t i s ,  t h e  e f f e r v e s c e n t  F e s t i v a l  o f  S o n g  f r o m  V i r i a  d e l  
M a r ,  t h e  t e r r i f y i n g  J a p a n e s e  c a r t o o n s ,  t h e  t e n d e r  R e x  H u m b a r d ,  a n d  t h e  n e w s  o f  t h e  
w o r l d  i n  a  w o r l d  o f  n e w s .  
E v e r y t h i n g  b e f o r e  t h e i r  v e r y  e y e s ,  r i g h t  t h e r e ,  a n d  i n  l i v i n g  c o l o r .  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  2 4  
They get their water from the well in buckets and carry their firewood on their 
shoulders from the hillside. There is no electricity, so they had to get a truck battery 
which they now take to town every two weeks to charge. 
There's no bathroom, not even an outhouse nearby. For these necessities, 
adjacent to the house there are some corrals where the goats spend the night. 
There are two mattresses of raw wool for the five children and the three dogs who 
sleep at their feet. There is no refrigerator to store fresh food, no kitchen, no sheets, 
no individual beds, no privacy, no idea of how to cure the diarrhea of the newborn 
baby. 
To afford the Sony, Armando Escarate worked for a season as a cook on a 
fishing boat several hundred kilometers away in lquique, which is where he bought it. 
Before he left, he sold "The Pearl," his pregnant milk cow, and six of his best she 
goats. Breeding that cow was hard work (there were two calves; they stole one from 
him) and the calves were pretty, but this is the way you learn, he says. 
The most important thing-he explains-is that these kids of mine don't wind up 
as dumb as they were born; us poor folks, you know, can never come up with the 
money for studies. 
Outcomes 
1. They made a special harness for the mule "Radio Taxi" so he could carry 12-volt 
batteries. 
2. On the table by the doorway where they leave the water buckets, there is a 
plastic bubble pack of Sed a I shampoo. It is for "oily hair" and it is half empty, 
propped up to avoid spilling the rest of the shampoo. The presence of this 
product, together with notably clean heads of hair, indicates how a short 
commercial can create a habit, in this case a healthy one. Along these same 
lines, we note the presence of a bar of facial soap (Lux)-a product rarely before 
seen out in the country-and of Baygon powder, thanks to which we receive from 
the dogs grateful tail waggings without the corresponding fleas. 
3. The quality of local football has improved. Before, the pick-up games featured the 
ball turned comet, followed by a tail of twenty-two players. Now, when they play in 
Petorca, you see games with well-organized strategy. This is due in large part to 
the illustrative power of the international matches carried on television and to the 
tips given by the commentators, which is why sports is perhaps the area of 
greatest educational achievement. They have really succeeded in creating a 
sporting consciousness and a higher level of play. 
4. Armando Escarate's family is beginning to feel integrated into a world 
characterized by a certain modernity. Before, his wife's voice was heard only to 
scold the kids or to shoo the chickens. The afternoon conversation around the 
fire, to so dignify the few sporadic interchanges of words, was about the goings 
on of the domestic animals (the dog that ate the slops, the Mayorga's sheep that 
fell off a cliff, etc.) or about strictly local topics, like the weather or the neighbors. 
When someone from outside the pueblo showed up, the children hid themselves 
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b r o a d e n e d .  
5 .  A l o n g  w i t h  t h e  a b o v e ,  t h e  r u r a l  y o u n g  p e o p l e  a r e  s t a r t i n g  t o  f e e l  o u t  o f  p l a c e  i n  
t h e i r  e n v i r o n m e n t .  I t  i s  n o  l o n g e r  j u s t  a  p r o b l e m  i n h e r e n t  t o  b e i n g  " p o o r  f o l k s "  t h a t  
p u s h e s  t h e m  t o  t h e  c i t i e s ;  t h i s  m a g n i f i c e n t ,  f u l l - c o l o r ,  m u s i c a l  h o r i z o n  t h a t  o p e n s  
b e f o r e  t h e i r  e y e s  a t  a  p u s h  o f  t h e  " p o w e r "  b u t t o n  i s  m a r k e d l y  u r b a n .  N o w h e r e  i n  i t  
d o  t h e y  s e e  a  w a y  t o  p r o s p e r  i n  r u r a l  l i f e .  
T e l e v i s i o n  d o e s  n o t  v a l u e  c o u n t r y  l i f e .  I t s  n a t u r a l n e s s ,  i t s  c o n v i v i a l i t y ,  t h e  i n n e r  
p e a c e ,  t h e  h a r m o n i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e  e l e m e n t s ,  w o r k i n g  t o g e t h e r  a s  a  f a m i l y ,  
s u p p l y i n g  y o u r  o w n  n e e d s - n o n e  o f  t h a t  i s  c o m m e r c i a l .  N o r  i s  i t  g o o d  b u s i n e s s  t o  
f u l f i l l  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  n e e d s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y ' s  i n t e r i o r ,  n o r  t o  s u p p o r t  i t s  l o c a l  c u l t u r e s  t o  
g i v e  i d e n t i t y  t o  p e o p l e  w h o  w a n t  t o  b e t t e r  t h e i r  l i v e s  w h i l e  l i v i n g  i n  t h e  c o u n t r y .  
P r o g r a m s  t h a t  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  b e t t e r m e n t  o f  r u r a l  l i f e  b y  t e a c h i n g  e v e r y t h i n g  
f r o m  m a t e r n a l  a n d  i n f a n t  c a r e  t o  t e c h n i q u e s  f o r  w o r k i n g  t h e  l a n d  e f f e c t i v e l y ?  N o  w a y .  
C o u r s e s  i n  l i t e r a c y ,  h i s t o r y ,  o r  a r i t h m e t i c ?  A l s o  n o t .  O t h e r ,  m o r e  s p e c i f i c  c o u r s e s  o n  
i r r i g a t i o n  i n  t i m e s  o f  d r o u g h t ,  a n i m a l  h u s b a n d r y ,  m e t e o r o l o g y ,  h o r t i c u l t u r e ,  a n d  a l l  t h e  
r e s t  o f  t h e  k n o w l e d g e  n e c e s s a r y  t o  i m p r o v i n g  a g r i c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t i o n ?  E v e n  l e s s  
l i k e l y .  P r o g r a m s  t o  p r o m o t e  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  c o t t a g e  i n d u s t r i e s ?  B u t ,  w h a t  w o u l d  
t h e  r a t i n g s  b e ?  ( T h e  e x c e p t i o n  t o  t h i s  r u l e  w o u l d  b e  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  p r o g r a m s  c a r r i e d  
b y  o n e  u n i v e r s i t y - s p o n s o r e d  c h a n n e l  o n  S a t u r d a y  m o r n i n g s .  B u t  t h e s e  a r e  n o t  
s p e c i f i c a l l y  a i m e d  a t  t h e  r u r a l  p o p u l a t i o n ,  a n d  t h e y  a r e  o n  a t  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  t i m e  w h e n  
f a r m e r s  a r e  b u s i e s t . )  
P r o g r a m s  t h a t  t e a c h  A n g l o - S a x o n  d a n c e s ?  O h  y e s !  F e s t i v a l s  w h i c h  p r o m o t e  
e x p r e s s i o n s  o f  Y a n k e e  c u l t u r e ?  T h o s e  t o o .  S h o w s  t h a t  s t i m u l a t e  c o m p e t i t i o n  a n d  
c o n s u m e r i s m ?  Y o u  b e t .  W a t c h i n g  " D i s c o  B r e a k , "  a  p r o g r a m  b r o a d c a s t  n a t i o n w i d e  i n  
E n g l i s h ,  N o r a  ( t h e  o l d e s t  d a u g h t e r ,  e i g h t e e n )  a n d  h e r  f r i e n d s  l e a r n e d  t h e  l a t e s t  
d a n c e  t h a t  i s  a l l  t h e  r a g e  o n  B r o a d w a y .  T h e  f o l k  d a n c e s  o f  A n d a c o l l o ?  F o r g e t  i t .  
M a n h a t t a n  i s  t h e  g o a l - t h a t ' s  w h a t  t h e  t v  s a y s - a n d  t o  h e l l  w i t h  e v e r y t h i n g  e l s e .  
I f ,  i n  p a s s i n g ,  a  s h a m p o o  t e a c h e s  t h e  p e o p l e  t o  w a s h  t h e i r  h a i r ,  s o  m u c h  t h e  
b e t t e r ,  a n d  i f  t h e  c o m m e r c i a l s  f o r  S a n y o  a p p l i a n c e s  i n c l u d e  n u t r i t i o n a l  r e c i p e s ,  w e l l ,  
t h e r e  y o u  a r e .  
N o r a  d o e s n ' t  w a n t  t o  m a r r y  a n y o n e  f r o m  h e r e ,  b e c a u s e  " y o u  j u s t  c a n ' t  f i n d  
a n y b o d y  i n  t h e  c o u n t r y . "  S h e  h a s  s e e n  s o m e t h i n g  s o  m u c h  m o r e  g l a m o r o u s  t h a n  
m i l k i n g  g o a t s  a n d  c a r d i n g  w o o l .  A l l  p r o g r e s s  a p p e a r s  t o  b e  i n  t h e  c a p i t a l  c i t y .  " G i v e  
S a n t i a g o  a  p l a c e  i n  y o u r  h e a r t , "  t h e  t v  s i n g s ,  w h i l e  s h o w i n g  s u c h  b e a u t i f u l  s i g h t s .  
N o r a  h a s  g i v e n  i t  a  p l a c e  i n  h e r  h e a r t .  I n s t e a d  o f  a  n a t u r a l  w o o l  c a r d i g a n ,  s h e  
p r e f e r s  h e r  p u l l o v e r  o f  f u c h s i a  B a n l o n .  ( T h e s e  d a y s  s a l e s m e n  b r i n g  B a n l o n  t o  t h i s  
a r e a - t h e  k n i t t i n g  c a p i t a l  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y - a n d  t r a d e  i t  f o r  m e r i n o  w o o l  o r  g e n u i n e  
v i c u n a . )  
T h e  c a p i t a l  i s  v e r y  n i c e ,  N o r a .  W h e n  y o u  f i n i s h  w a s h i n g  t h e  d i s h e s  l e f t  o v e r  f r o m  
s o m e o n e  e l s e ' s  l u n c h ,  a n d  y o u r  m i s t r e s s  l i e s  d o w n  t o  t a k e  h e r  s i e s t a ,  y o u  w i l l  a l s o  
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be able to watch the soap operas on channel 13. Every other Sunday, they'll give 
you the afternoon off. 
*Translator's Note 
Pablo Huneeus is one of Chile's leading writers and social critics. Trained as a 
sociologist (Ph.D. the Sorbonne, 1969}, he was head of the Catholic University of 
Chile's Sociological Institute until 1983, when he was fired by the military regime for 
performing "inappropriate research," i.e., writing a book against the development of 
nuclear weapons. Since then he has supported himself as a writer, publisher, 
journalist, tv talk show host, and ecological tour guide. In 1989 he made an 
unsuccessful run for congress. Huneeus has published fourteen books, including two 
novels. His latest, Andanzas par Rusia (Adventures in Russia}, a collection of travel 
essays, was published last year. In October of 1992 Huneeus spoke at GVSU while 
on a coast-to-coast tour of the United States to gather material for an article on the 
presidential elections. His appearance was one in a series of talks by international 
speakers sponsored by the Latin American Studies Program. 
La cultura huachaca, from which the present selection is taken and a best seller 
in Chile, was one of the first books to study the impact of television on society from a 
Latin American perspective, and one of the first to detail the influence of television on 
one of the great phenomena of recent Latin American history, the migration of 
millions to the cities. Santiago, Chile's capital, now has a population of over five 
million, more than a third of the country's total population of fourteen million. (The 
twenty million in Mexico city comprise only about twenty percent of that country's 
population.) "Huachaca?" Don't reach for your Spanish-English dictionary. It's a 
Mapuche Indian word meaning something like "neither the one, nor the other." In the 
book, Huneeus describes television as a culture unto itself, neither traditionally 
western nor indigenous. Rural dwellers, with their roots much closer to the 
indigenous, are lured to the metropolis in part by the culture which television 
presents them, and which, at least for them, will never really exist. After much 
deliberation, "bastard" for "huachaca" was the best Huneeus and I could come up 
with. 
Petorca (pop. 1,900) is located about 100 miles northwest of Santiago. The Cid is 
the Spanish national epic. Gabriela Mistral was Chile's first Nobel laureate in 
literature. 
In 1992, I devoted a sabbatical semester to working with Huneeus in Chile on 
translations of his work. 
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